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INTRODUCTION 



A. BACKGROUND 

In theory, the budget process provides multiple 
opportunities to articulate claims and ration resources in a 
methodical and rational manner. 1 However, the American 
federal budget process of the 1980 's was, in reality, far 
different from the procedural tranquility theory might 
suggest. Presidential budgets were pronounced "dead on 
arrival" in Congress. Congress itself was politically divided 
for the first time in 50 years. As the result of the 1980 
election, the House of Representatives was controlled by the 
Democrats and the Republican Party had control of the Senate. 
[Ref. 1: p. 120] Budget responsibilities took an increasing 
amount of time and attention, at the expense of other 
legislative activities. Stalemates over fiscal policy and 
budget priorities caused missed deadlines. The regular 
appropriations process had been replaced by Continuing 



1 See Allen Schick, The Capacity to Budget . (Washington, 
D.C.: The Urban Institute Press, 1989), Chapter 1, for a 

summary of the policy and procedural crisis in federal 
budgeting. 
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Resolutions and omnibus reconciliation packages. There was 
clear evidence that the budget process was breaking down. 2 

This breakdown has been attributed to the persistent 
budget deficit, especially with regard to the inability of 
government to ration federal resources that had become so 
scarce. The infighting within Congress, and between Congress 
and the President, for these resources has destroyed both the 
regularity of the process and the traditional roles of not 
only the various agencies, but of the branches themselves. 
Furthermore, the focus on the deficit has encouraged the use 
of budget gimmickry by both the Executive and Legislative 
Branches to create the illusion of compliance with the deficit 
reduction targets required by the Gramm-Rudman-Hol lings laws, 
(GRH I and II). 

Two decades of budget changes failed to produce a process 
that could solve the problem of the reality of the economic 
situation or resolve the political conflicts in Washington. 
There was a clear consensus that the Congressional Budget and 
Impoundment Control Act of 1974, as amended by GRH I and II, 
was an inadequate framework within which the difficult budget 
issues of the 1990's could be resolved. However, the question 
as to how the process should be reformed was not as easy to 
answer as it was to reach the agreement that reform was 

2 There is a huge literature on the breakdown of the 
budget process. An excellent discussion may be found in Allen 
Schick, The Capacity to Budget . (Washington D.C.: The Urban 
Institute Press, 1989), chapter 6. 
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needed. Much of the disagreement can be attributed to the 
debate over which branch should control the "purse strings" of 
the Government. Any reform with the potential to make major 
changes in the balance of power. Congress versus the 
President, was inherently contentious, with support depending 
heavily on institutional and partisan loyalties. 

The Congressional role in budgeting is clearly established 
by the United States Constitution (Article I, Section 9), 
which states: "No money may be drawn from the Treasury but in 
Consequence of Appropriations made by Law." The Framers of 
the Constitution created a system of "checks and balances" and 
deliberately sought to restrain the executive by limiting its 
funds. "Only Congress can authorize the government to collect 
taxes, borrow money, and make expenditures. The executive 
branch can spend funds only for the purposes and amounts 
specified by Congress." [Ref. 2: p. 43] The President's role 
in the budget process was expanded by the Budget and 
Accounting Act of 1921 to include annual preparation of the 
executive budget. It is submitted early in the year and 
serves to articulate to Congress and the nation the 
Administration's priorities and future policy commitments. 

The 1974 Budget and Impoundment Act was not intended to 
reduce the deficit or to change federal spending priorities. 
It was enacted at a time when the deficit was relatively small 
and there was limited concern about its size. [Ref. 3: p. 18] 
Instead, the purpose of the law was to introduce the 
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discipline of a timetable for various phases of the 
congressional budget process. Compliance with the schedule 
would result in the debate occurring systematically. It was 
also intended to provide accountability for budget decisions 
through procedures which reconciled taxing and spending with 
the actual budget totals. In essence, Congress would make the 
details of programs conform with the totals it had chosen. 

The Act attempted to rationalize and centralize budget 
power in Congress. Instead, that power was further dispersed 
and decentralized by the creation of the House and Senate 
Budget Committees. The Budget Committees were created to 
oversee the budget process and to set spending and revenue 
targets for the authorizing committees in an annual 
resolution . 

In addition to the budget committees, the 1974 Budget and 
Impoundment Act created a third entity, the Congressional 
Budget Office (CBO) to assist the House and Senate Budget 
Committees. It was established to provide its version of the 
economic forecasts and projections to be used by the 
committees and to serve as a scorekeeper for monitoring 
Congressional spending decisions and revenue actions. 
According to Senate Budget Committee Chairman Pete V. 
Domenici, R-N.M.: 

The core services which we in Congress have come to expect 
of CBO have been the provision of cost estimates of bills, 
scorekeeping reports, economic forecasts and 5-year 
projections, the analysis of the president's budget in its 
session review, alternative budget reduction strategies 
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